The processes of building the United States of America (USA) during the nineteenth century and the European Union (EU) since mid-twentieth century are among the major claims for the possibility of a vast, 'imperial'-size political unit based on democratic principles. The crucial period for the consolidation of the USA was between the Civil War and the First World War, when it established clear territorial limits and completed its internal institutionalization as a federal democratic union. While the EU has achieved higher levels of economic integration on some issues than the USA did one hundred years ago, it still recognizes a number of additional candidates to become member-states and has not attained a stable constitutional framework. As it was the case for the USA about a century ago, for the current European Union putting an end to the process of territorial expansion and fixing neat external frontiers seems to be a necessary condition to achieve internal institutional stability and robust federal formulas.
European Union 23

Concluding comments 24
References 1 On Building the American and the European Empires
Building states from empires and vice versa
The notion of 'empire' can account for the historical and present configurations of the United States of America (USA) and of the European Union (EU). The processes of building these two large polities have shared important defining characteristics of 'empire' which, in contrast to those defining a sovereign 'state', can be summarized as follows:
• Very large size, in terms of both territory and population.
• Absence of fixed or permanent boundaries. Empires tend to expand over the territory, up to the point of conflict with other empires, and when in decline they may also contract.
• A compound of diverse groups and territorial units. In ancient and medieval times, an empire could be comprised of cities, republics, counties, principalities, bishoprics, and other varied forms of political organization.
Democratic empires may also include political units organized with different forms of parliamentary or presidential, unichamber or multichamber, monarchical or republican governments. Today, multiethnic federations can be arranged with less heterogeneous institutional regimes. But they may be linked to the center by diverse institutional formulas.
• A set of multilevel, often overlapping jurisdictions. Within an empire, no authority typically rules with exclusive powers. Rather, the central government may rule indirectly through local governments; the latter develop self-government on important issues; and power sharing is widespread.
In contrast to 'empire', the 'state' is a form of government that can be defined by the following characteristics:
• Large or middle-sized, in terms of both territory and population.
• Fixed territory and formal boundaries. The clear establishment and foreign recognition of the territorial limits of a state are intended as protection from external attacks, invasions, immigrants, and imports.
• Sovereignty. The state has supreme authority over a territory and population. It recognizes no other source of jurisdiction but itself. The state's power to make ultimate decisions is recognized by other sovereign states.
• Monopoly and homogenization. The state has reserved functions with exclusive jurisdiction within its territory. Whether dictatorial or democratic, it is organized with an internal hierarchy of powers. In order to facilitate the exercise of its functions and consummate its exclusiveness, it tends to establish a uniform administration over the territory, as well as to promote the homogenization of important social and cultural characteristics of its subjects or citizens.
As can be seen, these defining characteristics of empire and state are mutually exclusionary. Together with the other classical category of 'city' (a small, rather homogeneous, self-governed community), they can account for all polities in human history.
Actually, the first modern states emerged from and consolidated themselves against previously existing empires. Both the states in North America having proclaimed their independence from the British dominion and the states in Europe which would eventually join the Union had affirmed their 'sovereignty' since the eighteenth century. Sovereignty was conceived as an absolute, perpetual, inalienable and indivisible power, the supreme source of authority within a well-defined territory.
Then, building a new continent-wide empire implied renouncing the previously self-assured states' right to make final decisions on all the issues in favour of some distribution of powers among multiple levels of government each with different
responsibilities.
An empire can be conceived as a federation in the making to the extent that the process of coordinating diverse political units across a very large and varied territory may lead to the adoption of more stable and more democratic institutional formulas.
Although the design of a large federation for the United States of America was already done by late eighteenth century, actually the USA did not attain fixed borders and stable federal institutions until early twentieth century, as we will review in the following pages. The European Union is still in the 'imperial' stage of federation-design and building. I will argue that there is strong relationship between external territorial consolidation and internal institutional arrangement. As happened with the USA, the internal stability and efficiency of the EU will largely depend on the establishment of stable external territorial limits and of an internal democratic system of 'vertical' and 'horizontal' divisions of powers.
Delimiting the territory
As typical of empires, and in contrast to an essential feature of sovereign states, there are no territorial limits in the United States constitution or in the European Union treaties. The real limits of both unions depend on the capacity of assimilation of new territories located at long distances from the initial core and with significant differences in economic structures and ethnic composition of the population regarding the previous ones. In general, the farther away and the more different the new territories from the founding ones, the less integrative and more coercive the means by which they can be incorporated into the empire. As a consequence, in both processes of building the USA and the EU, the territorial expansion of the initial core eventually slowed down until it reached substantial stability.
For the United States, the process of annexing the bulk of its current territory since the initial 13 colonies became independent states took more than 60 years -between approximately 1787 and 1850--. The territory of the initial core was finally multiplied by about four. But the population in the original territories at the time of independence from Britain is about half of total population. For the European Union, the process of enlargements from its initial 6 member-states, which started formally in 1957, has already lasted more than 50 years, while several large territories remain potential subjects for further inclusion. So far, the initial territory of the founding members (not counting their former colonies overseas) has been multiplied by three.
But like in the U.S., the population of the six initial EU member-states is about half of total population. initially created mainly as a mechanism of self-protection from Britain. When the war for independence was won in 1783, the initial territory of the thirteen colonies was enlarged to more than double the area, with other British lands located to the north and to the west of the Appalachian Mountains until the Mississippi.
The United States expansion
The independentists aspired to include Canada. In the Articles of Confederation, "In the middle of the nineteenth century, the United States embarked on a new relationship with death, entering into a civil war that proved bloodier than any other conflict in American history, a war that would presage the slaughter of World War I's Western Front and the global carnage of the twentieth century. The number of soldiers who died between 1861 and 1865, an estimated 620,000, is approximately equal to the total American fatalities in the Revolution, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, the Spanish-American War, World War I, World War II, and the Korean War combined. The Civil War's rate of death, its incidence in comparison with the size of the American population, was six times that of World War II. A similar rate, about 2 percent, in the United States today would mean six million fatalities. As the new southern nation struggled for survival against a wealthier and more populous enemy, its death toll reflected the disproportionate strains on its human capital. Confederate men died at a rate three times that of their Yankee counterparts; one in five white southern men of military age did not survive the Civil War…Death created the modern American union -not just by ensuring national survival, but by shaping enduring national structures and commitments."
The Reconstruction after the Civil War, however, proved to be more difficult than expected due to resilient divisions within the country. Some politicians thought that an external war against a foreign enemy, namely the remnants of the Spanish empire, United States was not trying to expand its territory, but to assert and protect its southern 'frontier' in the Gulf of Mexico, which had in fact become its formal border.
As suggested by the previous overview, the external borders of the American empire were not pre-determined by geography or destiny. Several additional territories could have been included in the Union, while some current members could have remained outside. Specifically, the limits in the north-east corner sought to leave not only the basin of the St. Lawrence river but sufficient overland to Canada to have access to Quebec and Montreal; in the north-west, they implied the split of the 
Institutionalization
Delimiting the territories able to be assimilated in an imperial Union is not sufficient.
But the institutionalization of all territories under well-integrated and roughly democratic formulas may take a long period. In order for all of the United States territory to be not only annexed but organized as 'states' with self-government, about 125 years passed -up to 1912, the eve of World War I--. For the European Union, a complete and stable constitutional formula has not yet been established.
The states in the USA
Within the United States, the territorial limits of each state were drawn, first, on the basis of the former colonies, which in some cases had existed for up to 150 years.
Previously existing independent states, such as California and Texas and, of course,
Hawaii, also have their own shape. For new lands, however, the criterion was adopted that all states should be created equal in area. In fact, many of the new states are square in shape, measuring 3 or 4 degrees in height and up to 7 degrees in width.
The average state area is 200,000 km2. The population in the original territories upon independence from Britain (where 25 states eventually formed) is about half of total current population (52%). Nowadays, the average state in the American union has about 6 million inhabitants (close to the population of the average independent state in the world, which is 6.9 million). The differences, however, are significant: the most populated state, California, with about 37 million, is seventy times more populated than the least one, Wyoming, with 0.4 million.
The basic territorial limits of the American Union had been fixed by the mid-19th century, as mentioned, making "a country large enough for a great empire", in the words of president James Polk. But at the time of the Civil War in 1861, only 34 states were formally organized, out of the 50 to be established in the future, which encompassed barely half of the territory (due to the smaller size of the initial former colonies growth, while the south remains in poverty and the regional inequalities within the country increase. The average area of an EU member-state is 150,000 km 2 . The population of the initial six member-states is almost half of total population (47%). The average state nowadays has a population of about 17 million inhabitants (in contrast to about 6 million for the states in the United States, as mentioned). The differences are huge:
The states in the EU
the most populated country, Germany, with about 82 million, is two-hundred times more populated than the smallest, Malta, with about 0.4 million inhabitants.
However, the size of the largest states and the differences between states are somehow reduced by internal decentralization and the strength of regional governments. There are 74 regions with elected governments and assemblies with legislative powers within seven of the largest states in EU, which, together with the mostly medium-and small-sized twenty unitary states, would produce an average of about 5.3 million inhabitants per political unit -a similar size to the average state within the USA and also close to the average independent state in the world, as mentioned. Beyond the established limits of the EU, the so-called 'Barcelona process' also seeks to build an area of peace and security through the Union for the Mediterranean, which includes the Arab countries of Northern Africa and the Middle East. But the European Union is not trying to enlarge itself with any of those countries. In fact, Morocco's bid for membership was rejected in 1987. The EU is only trying to guard its southern frontier as a stable border.
The development of increasing continental integration and the stabilization of external borders modify old internal territorial balances within member-states. Only
Germany and Austria were organized as federations upon joining the European Union, as they had derived from the two largest empires in Central Europe. But further processes of decentralization in favour of regional governments took place later in Belgium and have developed in Italy since the 1970s, Spain and France (the latter without legislative powers) since the 1980s, the United Kingdom since the 1990s, and Poland since the 2000s. These processes grow at different paces and with different formulas, but all benefit from the incentives and opportunities for alternative inter-territorial relations provided by membership of the European Union and always move in the direction of increasing decentralization. They are also asymmetric, with some outstanding regions making stronger claims for higher selfgovernment and having special institutional formulas, as in the cases of Bavaria, Flanders, Sicily, Lombardy, Friuli, Catalonia, the Basque country, Corsica, Northern
Ireland, Scotland and others.
Inter-territorial cooperation also develops across state borders, leading to the formation of European Commission-sponsored euro-regions. As inter-state borders vanish, neighboring regions within different states tend to coordinate common interests. Currently 61 euro-regions exist, mostly located in the Benelux area, across the German borders with Austria, Czechia and Poland, and across the Scandinavian countries. All in all, as the broader external borders of the European Union tend to consolidate, the narrower internal borders between and within its state-members tend to fade.
Designing a Federation
Constitutions for both the United States of America and the European Union were drafted in Conventions especially called for the purpose. In both cases, the constitution-makers focused on the federative characteristics of the union and designed complex structures of division of powers and inter-institutional relations, in contrast to formulas with higher concentration of power typical of nation-states.
Although in the USA there is a political regime misleadingly called 'presidential' and the EU seems to be closer to a 'parliamentary' regime, actually in both cases the 
American Union
The constitutional Convention gathered in Philadelphia from May to September, 1787. It was formed by 55 delegates of 12 of the 13 states (Rhode Island being absent).
The result of the Convention was the United States Constitution, which was adopted "in order to form a more perfect Union". It was ratified by most states' conventions within a few months. However, in Rhode Island and North Carolina the constitution was initially refused, by popular referendum and by the state convention respectively; only new conventions in these states ratified the constitution after the first United States president and Congress had been elected and ten constitutional amendments had been approved, mostly to satisfy those two and other states' demands. The ten amendments, which were commonly known as the 'Bill of Rights', acknowledged basic individual rights and the rule of law.
However, some of the basic institutional rules were not stably fixed until many decades later. For the House of Representatives, seats were allocated to the states in proportion to the population, initially with a total of 65 seats. During the nineteenth century, the Congress regularly increased the size of the House to account for population growth. But it fixed the number of seats at 435 in 1911. Each state was allowed to choose its own electoral system to elect its House members. Initially, eight of the initial 13 states chose a single state-wide district with plurality rule, a system that produced single-party sweeps and a high number of single-party state systems. All in all, the leaders of the European Union have shown some will to shape a stable institutional structure beyond the diplomatic relations that are characteristic of intergovernmental organizations. Not yet a federation, however, the EU can be considered to be still an 'empire' with not only unbounded territorial limits, but also different degrees of allegiance of member-states and territories to Union-level processes of decision-making. The option for every state of remaining out of some common commitments and the emphasis on the possibility of "reinforced cooperation" among a small group of members demonstrates that no complete institutional consistency and decision-making cohesion has been attained yet.
Concluding comments
Most states have been created as a consequence of disintegration of empires, and some modern empires have been or are being built as an effort of union from previously existing 'sovereign' states. This is the case of the United States of America, which was created by states previously separated from the British empire by uniting themselves into a new Union, and eventually becoming a democratic federation.
Likewise, the European Union has been built during the last fifty years by states mostly formed in a previous period at the disintegration of traditional empires.
The building of the democratic empires of the United States of America and the European Union have involved processes of territorial expansion from an initial core of states which have taken place in different periods, but following comparable models and paths. From the initial cores -13 former colonies along the Atlantic coast in North America and 6 member-states in the centre of Europe, respectively--, each empire has expanded its territory over a number of decades until it multiplied the initial founders' territory by about three or four and the population by two. The assimilation of new territories and states required increasing efforts as they are located at increasing distances from the initial centre and have significantly different populations in economic and ethnic terms. In both cases, territorial expansion was able to assimilate new, relatively close units at the beginning, but it had to adopt more flexible formulas of linkage and association with less cohesive territories in the more distant peripheries. For the United States, the process to establish its basic territorial limits developed over more than 60 years, while the European Union has not yet reached that stage after more than 50 years of enlargements.
The expansion of the United States was, given the founding members' eastern location in the continent, mostly westwards. The enlargements of the European Union, in contrast, have been, due to the central location of the founders, first towards the west and the south and later towards the north and the east. During these processes, some territories at the edges of the already integrated area have become 'frontiers' with uncertain future, which have been the subject of rivalry with other empires. More stably, the borders of the United States were established at the Atlantic ocean in the east, Canada and Alaska in the north, the Gulf of Mexico in the south, and the Pacific ocean in the west. However, some of these borders, which included some relatively arbitrary bounds from the point of view of geographical accidents and population composition, were conflictive and provoked discomfort and malaise on the other side. Specifically, there have been sustained political instability and massive migrations to the United States from the islands in the Caribbean sea and Central America.
Analogously, the borders of the European Union are now established at the Atlantic ocean in the west, the Arctic ocean in the north, and the Mediterranean sea in the south. But, somewhat undefined and disputed frontiers still exist in the Balkans, with Turkey, and in eastern regions under the influence of the Russian empire. The full membership to the EU of some of these countries may depend on pending democratization and institutionalization, which may make the area a kind of temporary 'Wild East' of the Union. Not integrating some areas might imply the persistence of conflicts, violence and migrations around the European Union.
The capacity of internal institutionalization of the imperial unions strongly depends on the stabilization of their external limits. The average state in the USA has about six million inhabitants. The average state in the EU is much more populated, about 17 million, but the establishment of numerous regional governments with legislative powers within the largest states is approaching the average size of the European territorial communities to the American level, as well as to the average state in the world. The establishment of fixed external borders for a very large empire favors the increase of internal exchanges and reduces the strength of internal borders, thus giving each territory more alternative options of relations with other territories within the Union. Internal trade and the economic specialization of different territories tend to reduce the inter-state economic inequalities previously generated by protective state-level policies, their rivalry and conflicts, as well as favour some broad scale cohesion in cultural terms. The initial independence and claims of sovereignty of the founding states, each with its specific institutional formulas, make room for multilateral relations within the framework of a very large federation.
States' rights in the USA and the principle of subsidiarity in the EU are guides for the distribution of powers among a 'vertical' set of government levels.
At the federal level, a complex system of 'horizontal' division of powers and checks and balances between separate elected institutions characterize the institutional architecture of both Unions. But while the full institutionalization of all territories of the United States required about 125 years, in the European Union, a consistent, robust and stable constitutional formula has not yet been achieved.
A major implication of territorial and institutional consolidation of a great federation, like the USA and the EU, is its capacity of developing a foreign policy. The USA was initially created as a union against a foreign enemy, the UK, and its hostilities and alliances with other countries depended on this conflict. For a very long period, its foreign policy focused on defining and keeping its borders. Only after its territorial and institutional consolidation as a democratic federation at the beginning of the twentieth century, could the USA develop a broader foreign policy, especially with its participation in WWI and WWII and the Cold War with the USSR. Likewise, the EU was initially created as a union against a foreign enemy, the USSR, and in strong alliance with the USA. This alliance somewhat weakened since the 1970s and especially after the Cold War. But as the EU borders are not yet defined, the EU has not developed a broad and consistent common foreign policy.
